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Abstract
This article considers a series of challenges to home making in a post-industrial urban neighbourhood in the UK, analysing the local contextualisation of domestic space. Based on a series of in-depth interviews with a diverse range of residents, the article investigates what happens when the forces of 'outside' move into the 'private' space of the home. Starting with a discussion of the neighbourhood in question, and the associated contexts of high population turnover and the local housing market, it progresses to focus on three material examples of the tension between inside and outside; the threshold sites of windows and doors, the situation of the renting resident, and home possessions themselves. Ultimately the article illustrates the high levels of porosity of domestic space, arguing that inside the home cannot be understood without reference to both the immediate contexts of the street and wider structural economic forces, and highlighting the value of using material culture for investigating these issues.
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Introduction: Contextualising Domestic Space
This article is about the limitations of, and challenges to, the so called ‘private space’ of the domestic house. That domestic space can never truly be private is now a well established and supported claim (see Brickell 2012a). Feminist research, and Pain’s (1997) work on gender, power and domestic violence in particular, has worked hard to disrupt dichotomous constructions of home as a place of privacy and safety, in opposition to public space. Domestic space cannot be genuinely private space if individual autonomy within it is consistently undermined and attacked. Debating home more broadly, Blunt and Dowling (2006: 14) are particularly effective in explaining the relational aspects of home; that home making is a ‘process of establishing connections with others and creating a sense of order as part of rather than separate from society’. They go on to reinforce this, arguing that ‘home is not separated from public, political worlds but is constituted through them: the domestic is created through the extra-domestic and vice versa’ (27). The political, and indeed geo-political, intersections of public and private have been considered in many different contexts (Brickell 2012b). Crowley (2002), for example, revealed the presence of the state within ordinary homes in socialist Poland, showcasing very effectively the difficulty of recognising what is public and what is private within a dictatorship state. 

However, despite all these discussions, and years of feminist research suggesting otherwise, there is still a general tendency to regard the home as a predominantly private space; indeed private is often still used as shorthand for domestic space. For all his fascinating in-depth analysis of the materiality of domestic space, Miller, in 2001 (1), still consistently described home space as private space. This situation is further complicated by more popular and emotional understandings of home. As this article will show, people do not necessarily rationalise their own home space in this way. Often home is seen as a space which is separate from society, and divorced from public, political worlds. It is imbued with certain expectations of security and distance which are at odds with developed academic understandings of the porosity of any space or place. The constant flux that is recognised as defining spaces and places is not necessarily a welcome one. As Bennett (2011, 965) has also observed with her research into young women, homelessness and social housing in East Durham, there can be a large gap between the imagined integrity of the home and the actual experience of it. Using Young’s (1997) notion of the normative values of home, she illustrates the strength of longing which continues to exist for a stable, secure and private home. 

The focus of this article is the relational economic and social context of domestic space. Just as the home sends and receives political messages, it is intimately tied into wider economic and social fields – and these fields disrupt the aspirational privacy and autonomy of domestic space. This recognition of the economic constraints of domestic space and home is hugely significant, but perplexingly absent from so many studies of home. That homes should be economically relational (Jacobs & Smith 2008) is immediately apparent, given that any home rests on an ability to pay rent, mortgage, living costs and bills, and any household is vulnerable to wider economic structural changes (see for example Gorman-Murray 201; Bennett 2011). Domestic autonomy is almost completely dependent on a complex, localised set of economic co-ordinates (see also Blunt and Dowling 2006, 89-94; Brickell 2012; Stenning et al. 2010). This article is interested in the emplacement of these economic and accompanying social constraints. Here, domestic space is the focus but contextualised through its immediate geography. The economic and social forces interfering with the domestic spaces under investigation here – forcing carefully made real and imaginary homes to be ‘unmade’ – are those of the street and neighbourhood. Even these themselves are interconnected with national trends in housing policies and wider neo-liberal economic developments (see Smith 2008). The interviews presented in this article, undertaken within a Leicester neighbourhood, are the stories of how, in early 21st century urban Britain, contemporary economic and social trends seep into the most intimate spaces and smallest places of domestic space; into the materiality of the home, the routines and practices carried out within it, and in the organisation of domestic material possessions.

The Study: Context, Methods and Materialities
The research on which this article rests was undertaken in an inner city, post-industrial Leicester neighbourhood which has several significant deprivation indicators. According to the Office for National Statistics, this area is in the top quartile for general deprivation, has very high crime rates and a lower than average children’s attainment rate. ​[1]​ The social make-up of the population itself is quite mixed, accommodating a range of professionals, service sector workers, students, new migrants, unemployed and social service renters. The housing stock is predominantly terraced, with the longest road of terraced housing in Europe running through the middle of the area, while developers have introduced more and more converted flats, usually making use of disused industrial buildings. Alongside this development however, longer standing employment opportunities, shops and other services have been lost. Perhaps the defining feature of the area is the high rate of population turnover, which ONS figures indicate is the highest in the city. Studies have shown that there is not necessarily a strong correlation between deprivation and high turnover: this area, however, is experiencing both (see Bailey et al. 2012; Bailey & Livingstone 2007). The rates for the larger middle layer super output area, in which this neighbourhood sits, are exceptionally high. Set against an average national turnover rate of 20% (Bailey & Livingstone 2007: xi, referring to 2001), the rate in this neighbourhood for the year 2009-10 was 33%. What’s more, turnover rates had been consistently high in preceding years (ranging 28-33% from 2001-2010), meaning that the area has potentially crossed a stability ‘threshold’ to become officially unstable in terms of population (see Galster et. al 2000).​[2]​ This is not the place to offer an in-depth analysis of turnover rates; these figures, however, do corroborate the widespread perception of population instability uncovered in this study. 





Strikingly, it was high population turnover and a general sense of change in the area which defined most of the interviews. Transience was an important theme which Mark, a professional worker who returned to the area after living away at university, spoke about throughout his interview. Living in a terraced house sandwiched between two rental houses, this was his initial description: “The neighbours, it is much more transient these days.  You get on with a group of people but then they move and you have got the next group of people.” (Mark, ‘young professional’, interviewed November 2011). Joy, a retired established resident in the area, wanted to talk at length about the changes her and her husband have witnessed from their terraced house:

We have been here since, we have been married 54 years and we moved here in ’65, so we have been here a little while. And we have seen a lot of change. We have seen a lot of change here. When we first moved down here it was all families, it was all families, every house was like a family. But now people have passed on, moved out and now the houses are going to problem families so now we are having to put up with that… It seems to have got worse this last five years. People have moved out and private landlords have took over and they are not bothered who comes in because they are getting paid through the social. So they are not bothered, they are not interested. As long as they are getting their money they couldn’t care a less. We could tell, the police have moved into the school now, they have got a sub-station there now where the police are, because there has been that much trouble here. (Joy, long-term resident, interviewed November 2011)

Narratives of change in an area can be very revealing about how the boundaries of localities are policed, about how open a place is to newcomers, and about the expectation of sameness and stability which people associate with their local environment. In some of the accounts anxieties about change were explicitly related to ethnicity and migration (see Leitner 2012) or class (see Schaeffer 2013), with criticisms levelled at East European migrants and social service recipients specifically.  However, what the respondents appeared most unsettled by, as Joy’s words show very well, is the feeling that a culture of shallow roots has developed in the area, perpetuated by dominant and disengaged landlords and aggravated by the short-term nature of most tenancies. Change in the housing market, then – closely related to the practical implications of population turnover – is one of the most important contexts for this study. Housing may just be one materialisation of home (Smith 2008: 520) but it is integral to experiences of belonging and place. Some of the respondents spoke about wanting to move to a different area but are effectively trapped by the mortgage economy (see Smith, Searle and Cook 2008), unable to sell their house for enough money to make moving possible. All of the respondents, in varying ways, have been profoundly affected by the liberalisation of the rental market and the rise of buy-to-let housing (see Houston & Sissons 2012). Notwithstanding its vital role in providing accommodation for people with diverse needs and backgrounds, the private rental market can also be seen as embodying local inequalities and asymmetries, exacerbating vulnerabilities and insecurities among neighbourhood residents.

It is the intersections of these issues – economic deprivation, population instability, asymmetric rental markets – with domestic space and material cultures which are at the heart of this article. There are interesting debates to be had about the best way to research material culture and investigate the non-textual properties of objects and material environments. Much has been argued about object agency and the fallacy of privileging human perspectives (see Anderson & Wylie 2009), but the simple fact remains that objects are very good at illuminating human agency and its limitations.  
The interest here, moreover, is the nature of human-material co-dependency, as narrated from the perspective of the respondents. Interviews are clearly not a direct way of engaging with material culture itself, but they are one of the most successful ways of accessing the interactions people have with their things, allowing them to contextualise these relationships themselves and embed them in their own life histories (see Burrell 2011: 146-7). Such interactions, subjective and often emotional, tend to be offered up openly in an interview setting – in this case the residents’ homes - once the trust and common interests of both parties have been secured and recognised. The location of these interviews therefore was very important; embedding the process of narrative creation in the place of interest means that the interview can capture ‘more than words’ (see Anderson & Jones 2009). As an interviewer I was shown many different objects, was offered an insight into how the participants inhabit their homes and experienced firsthand the noises, smells and furnishings they spoke about and interact with everyday. 

Domestic material cultures are particularly important for investigating the impacts of wider economic and social developments because, private or not, they do represent one arena in which people can make choices and can exact change around them. In their ground breaking, and still relevant, work, Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981: 17) discuss the household as a place where people have (at least some) control over their things, with the home accommodating a complex material ecology of the self. Things at home, furthermore, are part and parcel of the everyday lives studies like this seek to uncover and understand. As Attfield (2000: 153) asserts, ‘Dwelling furnishes the most fundamental spatial experience in the orientation of individuals in relation to the external world through the everyday mundane practices of managing and ordering domestic life and the special rituals which mark particular moments of change in the lifecycle’. These relations between external and internal are fundamental to daily life, and are just as likely to be alienating as they are fulfilling. It is the porosity of these boundaries between domestic and external which are the interest here; the issues which unsettle the respondents are particularly troubling for them because they have seeped into their domestic lives and spaces, impacting on their home arrangements and material cultures. This is why domestic materiality is so important. It does everything; reflects and promotes emotions, refracts wider structural developments, shapes behaviour. If you want to know what is going on and how it is impacting on people, have a look around their living space. Material culture studies such as this, then, are not simply another ‘surface geography’ (Tolia-Kelly 2013), or descriptive account of material culture, but offer instead a critical and moral engagement with the significance of material things in people’s lives.

Resting on these collected ‘moral narratives’ of contextualised domestic space (Fincher & Costello 2005), this article will focus on three examples of how the wider economic and social tensions of the street and immediate neighbourhood permeate the so-called private space of home. First, it will consider house thresholds and internal layouts; second, the precarious and aesthetic dimensions of the rented home; and finally, the dynamic, relational lives of things in situ.

Retreating from the Street: House Thresholds and Domestic Layouts
Much of the interview material collected was concerned with physically keeping outside forces out of the home. What was particularly interesting, in terms of materiality, was the extensive role which doors and windows, as domestic thresholds, played in these discussions. Doors and windows are evidently integral in pinpointing where the public space of ‘outside’ is supposed to finish and the private space of the home start; thresholds such as these can easily become embedded in the emotional dramas of the house and the performances and testing of its boundaries. In Busch’s (1999: 33, 35-7) writing on the house and use of domestic space in the US, the – mostly unused – front door is a complex area, not really private at all, but important nevertheless for the grand sense of arrival it can afford to both residents and visitors. In very different research, Van der Horst and Messing (2006) point to the significance of window dressing and usage in their work in the Netherlands, showing how different routines surrounding curtain selection, opening and drawing can instantly belie the ethnicity of the people living behind them, undermining the notion of the privacy of the dweller. More generally, windows and doors are entrusted as barriers, as operational aspects of the architecture of the home which are designed to allow comings and goings in the manner and timings of the resident’s choosing. In the collected interviews, however, windows and doors highlight perfectly the difficulty of wanting to keep the domestic realm distinct from the street outside, but being unable to do so; the narrated windows and doors are porous sites of tension, microcosms of the larger struggles with change and instability in the neighbourhood. 

Joel, a medical professional who has lived in the area for eight years, first spoke about the transience of the population on his street before recounting how disturbed he was by repeated assaults on his front door and the channels he had to go through to get these attacks to stop. Residential transience and housing market changes were not necessarily presented as the cause of his problems, but were talked about more generally throughout his interview as part of a wider culture of instability and antisocial behaviour:

One instance was I had some graffiti on my door, reported it to the community support officers and they said, no we can’t really do anything.  Went for a knock across the road I said, somebody’s written on my door. They said, what have they written? I told them, they said, I know the gang, it won’t happen again…. Now it’s like, I had an incident with five year old girls throwing things at my door, it was, I don’t know, some mess. And they were going round throwing things at the door. And the youngest was probably about five, the eldest was about ten. I opened my door and said, do you mind not doing that, and the mouthful I got off them. (Joel, ‘young professional’, lived in area for eight years, interviewed May 2012)

Most of the respondents – male and female – seemed quite vulnerable when they spoke about their housing situation and their position in the neighbourhood, often scared to do things such as go out at night on their own, but Joel appeared to be relatively confident in his locality, happy to walk back home in the dark if necessary. He spoke of his awareness of the potential dangers but has lived in the area long enough to know how to navigate possible trouble spots. It is this noise and unrest filtering into his home-space which has really unsettled him. He has been affected so much by the turbulence outside his windows and doors that he has repeatedly rearranged the rooms in his house to try to escape the noise and intrusions of the street:

I have moved (my lounge) to the back and I’ve moved back to the front again and I’ve considered moving back to the back. But now I have my study in the back lounge because obviously when I’m studying it’s easier to be not disturbed there rather than have my noise at the front, I have my lounge at the front now. But I don’t tend to open my curtains at the front, you know, I’m right on the pavement, I feel uncomfortable with people looking in my window when I’m not there. 

Later in his interview he spoke about how his preferred room is now his renovated downstairs bathroom at the back of the house, complete with integrated sound system, deliberately nurtured as a space to retreat, physically and sonically, from the street as far as possible. Joel's experiences are significant because they illustrate the different expectations people have of different spaces. Disruption on the street is problematic but can be managed; related disruption in the home is much more difficult to cope with. 

The desire to retreat from the street was expressed throughout the interviews so extensively, and emotionally, that it raises broader questions about how widespread the psychological need to withdraw from the immediate neighbourhood is. Bennett also discovered problems with neighbours and noise among her respondents, which forced them to change their domestic sleeping arrangements (Bennett 201, 977). In their research with children living on large estates, Reay and Lucey (2000) found more generalised strong defensive ‘keeping to ourselves’ positions among their young participants. Rearranging room designation, as a materialised ‘keeping to ourselves’ ‘tactic’ (de Certeau 1984), is a relatively easy, inexpensive and autonomous reaction to street noise and the unnerving proximity passersby exercise when they walk down the road. For those who cannot move house due to the changes in the housing market it is one of a very limited range of tactics available. Mary, who has lived on her own since her children left home, has suffered with high levels of anti-social behaviour, perpetuated by different people, directly outside her house for a long time. Like Joel, her wider interview discussion contextualised these problems within a framework of strangers and residential instability on her street.

 It’s just, it’s just not a nice, I would like something more with the front, so I’m not on the street. Because you go out there most days and there’s always somebody spat out on the front, you know, and you’re walking in it.  At least if you’ve got a bit of a front you’re not directly in it, you know.  It’s just all them horrible things.  And I know it’s everywhere but when you’ve got it outside your own door…. that’s why I moved in the back because this [front room] used to be the living area.  And it used to be lovely and I didn’t mind, it was nice.  But now, there’s no way I’d want to live there now…. So that’s why I moved it all round and moved into the back bit.  So I thought, if I have double glazing in, I might as well have some benefit while I’m here and if it helps sell and hopefully it will cut some of the noise down. (Mary, lived in area for 20 years, interviewed December 2011)

Not only does Mary now use the back room as the living room, but the table and chairs in the front room (the only furniture in the room) are positioned as far away from the front door and windows as possible. During our interview session we sat at this table, but the curtains remained closed throughout, having been carefully chosen to let in sufficient light to enable them to be kept permanently drawn.

For Amir, his house is his home precisely because he has formatted the space to enable an even more fundamental retreat. His front room is not used at all and is deliberately empty of any furniture, furnishings or decoration, and he only considers the back room and kitchen - rooms full of photographs, knick knacks and furniture -as usable living spaces downstairs. The internal connecting door between the front and back rooms has become the threshold separating ‘out there’ and ‘in here’: 

I come through that door [internal door connecting front and back rooms] and I sit here and I think, yes I’m home... It’s definitely, it doesn’t really feel like you’re, like in this living room right now, it doesn’t feel like you’re out there.  When you’re out there it’s different… I think the best part of living in this house is, once you’re through that door… you don’t know what’s going on.  You come into a sanctuary of your own and this is, you know when you said, what does it feel like when you come back home?  It’s like a sanctuary and you think, yes, my place, you know, I can do whatever I want here.
KB: So you put your lounge at the back deliberately?
Yes because I don’t want to know what’s actually happening on the street. I suppose because I’ve got my bedroom at the front, I can hear each and every person walking by and all the conversations as well. Some of the things I hear, but having said that, you know, it’s quite nice and private here at the back, you know. When I have people round, I like to sit with them and talk to them about, you know, the time I spend with them, rather than actually being disturbed by other people. Because, like I said, there’s a lot of noise on this street. (Amir, lived in area for over ten years, interviewed December 2011).

Again, his interview discussion generally repeatedly suggested a link between newcomers and population change and the noise levels he was seeking to escape. 

Two points can be made about the experiences and tactics adopted by Joel, Mary and Amir. The first is that there is clearly something particularly permeable about the materiality of terraced housing of this style, situated directly on the pavement. Though not ‘back-to-back’ design, the closely packed nature of this housing type makes it very difficult to escape the general activity on the street out the front, as well as the neighbours on either side. There is an irony here, that terraced housing was originally transformative in improving families’ privacy, allowing multiple rooms for occupation, better segregation of domestic functions and providing greater living space (see Burnett 1986: 77). Recent research too outlines the benefits of terraces and their ability to allow for high density occupation of urban areas reasonably comfortably (Freidman 2012). What these interviews have demonstrated, however, is that the bricks, windows and doors of the traditional terraced house cannot always provide the security and serenity that contemporary residents expect. Unable to rely on the basic structure of their houses to accommodate the homes they want, the respondents have had to work harder to create their own domestic frontiers, as far away from the perceived instability of the street as possible. 

The second point to make is that these examples seem to indicate an extremely poor relationship with the street and immediate neighbourhood. A very clear emotional dichotomy is set up by male and female, older and younger participants alike: outside is dangerous and disruptive, inside is safe and secure. This reassertion of the binary division of public/private, outside/inside, and this time with solid positive or negative attributions attached, needs further scrutiny. The picture should be more complex than this suggests. Several people, for example, did have positive experiences to share about different spaces in the neighbourhood – particular walking routes, the park - and spoke of good, regular interactions they have with neighbours. Participants, however, were nevertheless far more likely to depict neighbourhood streets as noisy, threatening, volatile and inhabited by strangers. Taken together, the collected accounts suggest that the local vicinities of the respondents have become so stigmatised within the area that neighbourhood level place attachment appears weak, if present at all. Rather than resist the negative discourses and experiences of their neighbourhood, as Kirkness (2011) suggests is possible, it is these disruptive aspects which have become dominant in their local consciousness. The positive emotional place based attachments which were narrated were located either far into the house or somewhere else entirely. So, the divide between private and public, domestic and external, however porous in reality, is closely guarded as a border between comfort and instability, and is done so through material culture. 

‘Precarity’ and the Compromised Securities and Aesthetics of Renting

As has been demonstrated already, many of the respondents’ home-making concerns were related to housing, and renting in particular. This is not the place to unpick the regulatory or legal aspects of rental housing (see Rhodes 2006); the focus here instead is the emotional, relational costs associated with poor rental housing, and the added pressure this adds to the home-making process. Different studies confirm that within the UK the PRS offers worse living conditions than other tenures, especially in areas of high social deprivation (Crook 2002; Rhodes 2006). Smith (2008: 525) also discusses the difficulties the respondents from her study on home ownership associate with ‘tenant status’ – ‘the very practical, material, raw financial deal they feel the housing system extends to households who rent compared with those who own’. Not only has renting been progressively stigmatised within the British housing market and the ‘ethopolitics’ of housing discourse in the country (again see Smith 2008), but tenants face genuine material struggles when living in poorly maintained housing and a serious erosion of personal power when dealing with landlords. 

For the renters in the study, different, rental specific problems were particularly prominent in accounts of home and place. It is possible to link situations of poor rental housing with the increasingly popular concept of ‘precarity’. As Waite (2009) asserts, precarity can be seen to have a more precise application than ‘risk’ and ‘vulnerability’, holding a strong political, and moral, potential. More often associated with vulnerable workforces (again see Waite 2009: 413-6), the principles of precarity seem relevant at least for a section of rental tenants. Their precarious positions seem directly attributable to the housing – rather than labour – market and the shifting economic landscape of a neoliberal, systematic commodification of housing, intensified by the buy-to-let ‘revolution’. Precarity is a useful framework here, working to draw attention to the inequalities accommodated by the housing market and refiguring the narratives of tenants firmly in a moral context. Precarity is also an interesting tool for considering home making and unmaking processes, underlining the continual unfinished business of creating a secure and satisfactory home space faced by so many, and broadening understandings of how people make homes to recognise the overwhelming power which larger structural forces wield within the domestic realm.

The different experiences of housing precarity communicated by the respondents ranged widely. Emma, despite being an (employed) relatively recent graduate, had a very limited choice of letting agents in the area due to the initial costs demanded by the different agencies: ‘there was only really one letting agent that we could go with because everybody else wanted so much money in advance, which we couldn’t afford’ (Emma, graduate, lived in area 4 years, interviewed November 2011). The house she rents with her boyfriend is cold and damp and the couple use their own curtain over the front door to keep out the worst of the draughts, like other respondents, using the warmer, and quieter, back room downstairs as their main relaxing space. Their tenancy agreement prevents them from trying many other heating solutions and their landlord is unwilling to get the ineffective radiator in the front room looked at, effectively rendering the room uninhabitable during the coldest months of the year. The furnished nature of the house was also revealed to be problematic for them; the landlord would not let them decorate or even move furniture around or remove any items: “I think it’s different because it’s furnished, so like this table is the landlords, you know, there’s like, we’ve got a mix of stuff that’s ours and a mix of stuff that’s his. It’s all a bit like, you know, we feel like we’re kind of, you know, not allowed to do so much stuff.” The furniture and furnishings within the house are starkly demarcated as either ‘his’ or ‘theirs’.

Her housing precarities are threefold; the health implications of the cold and damp, the financial contexts of her ability to find good rental agencies, and the psychological impact of living with the ‘absent presence’ of the landlord, his furniture and his rules. Even so, the interview also accentuated Emma’s appreciation of her ability to make a home with her partner and follow her own lifestyle, away from parental critiques. Her rented house has become home because she can have her special non-allergenic pillows, follow a vegetarian diet, and, unbeknown to the landlord, keep a forbidden cat. All of these autonomies, however, still have to be negotiated within the wider constraints of the landlord and the workings of the rental economy.

Other precarities were also revealed. Tomasz, a Polish migrant who had lived in the area for three years, the past two with his wife and two young children, had a lot to say about the local rental market. He had previously had bad experiences renting along one street in particular and knew many other migrants who felt the same. One issue was a generalised problem of illegitimate landlord practices, including a lack of properly written contracts and evictions at short notice. The other was presented as particularly significant; the lack of internet connections in some of the houses, something several of his friends had also found. Landlords seemed to simply be preventing tenants from taking out telephone contracts. Without the internet, and the accompanying cheap calls and Skype catch-ups with family and friends back in Poland, home making would be impossible (see Burrell  2008a; Botterill 2012). Tomasz’s housing precarities belie a particular intersectionality of ethnicity, migration status and labour market position. He was very aware of his vulnerability, as a relatively recent migrant, earning low wages and initially unknowledgeable about tenant’s rights in the UK, to landlord exploitation.

As these examples demonstrate, the materiality of the home is inevitably shaped within the confines of the rental contract and landlord relationship. Working radiators and internet connections are homely things, and their absence is felt keenly, physically or emotionally, by tenants. For Yvonne, a former foster-carer recently returned to the area, and her eighteen year old daughter Monique, working hard to improve the physicality and materiality of their rented domestic space was the only way they could make a home together. In their interview they described the states of theirs, and other, rented houses on their street, and the physically demanding home-making work they were doing:

Y: People are living, some people are living in right horrible states, mould and things…
M: The average home round here is a few bottles of vodka, some dirty white walls that have not been painted for five years, like these [looking around living room]. Do you know what I mean, that’s the average house round here.  We had to clear it out, it was smoky and everything. I gave myself a nosebleed by scrubbing the kitchen floor didn’t I? I tipped bleach all over the floor, raw bleach and stood there scrubbing it, throwing bottles of raw bleach, I had to scrub it. (Interview with Yvonne, returned to the area having lived there since 1990s, and 18 year old daughter Monique, interviewed March 2012)

This was a particularly important interview for understanding the material precarities of the rented home, and for appreciating the tactics people employ to 'tame' the space they have to live in. In particular, their account illustrated the importance of aesthetics in the rented home and the struggles renters can face trying to exercise aesthetic self-expression in domestic space. The choices and lifestyles of previous tenants linger, co-habiting with the new tenants and challenging again the association between private and domestic space. As Clarke (2008: 32) shows, even when faced with a series of housing problems, the aesthetics of the domestic space matter to people. At the time of the interview Monique was 'not in employment or training', and spent many hours a day standing on the street with a friend, smoking and wearing a hooded top up over her head - all the things which are lazily associated with disconnected youth. But, inside this house Monique was passionate and hard working. She had made making the house a home her project, taking great pride in the decorating tasks especially. The colours and styles she was choosing to decorate the house, within a very limited budget, really mattered to her. With the help of a neighbour, and taking advantage of a more laid back landlord, she had put up very distinctive New York cityscape wallpaper in the living room. She spoke about the wallpaper enthusiastically, before they both discussed decorating the house, what they wanted to do, and the constraints they felt:

M: It’s just not home because it’s not decorated.
Y: Yes, to how we like it, our comforts. We’d like to get the kitchen cupboards.
M: But even this, this is nothing compared to how we’ve decorated before is it?  This is just something quick.
Y: So it’s your own décor, your own comfort and how you want it… because we are home proud and this house is not how we would, this is the only room we’ve started working on, we need to do the floor. We need to get blinds and you know… it’s money as well, at the moment, because I’m a single parent and my teenage daughter’s out of work at the moment.

Like the previous participants, Yvonne and Monique, through their cleaning and decorating, are working hard to create and reinforce the boundaries of public and private. They are striving to both expunge the presence of previous inhabitants, and  make a space away from the worries of lack of employment, and from the various troubles of the neighbourhood (also discussed throughout the interview). Like the other renters, however, the ability to create and maintain this divide between inside/outside is shaped by the disposition of the landlord. 

The material precarities of dirty walls and floors and other people’s furniture clearly have a broad resonance. As much housing research has demonstrated, house and home are inexorably tied up with mental wellbeing. Bond et al (2012) cite a series of housing issues which impact in this way: the relationship with the landlord; the need to derive a sense of progress from home and neighbourhood; the internal reputation of the area; along with more aesthetic concerns. Picking up on all of these issues, the interviews demonstrate the reality of housing precarity and the detrimental effect it can have on the mental wellbeing of people who are not necessarily living in poverty or catastrophic housing circumstances. They are significant because, once again, they lay bare the structural inequalities which work at the heart of housing in the UK. Renting places residents in a potentially very vulnerable - even if not extreme - position; it is important to understand this vulnerability and how it is materialised in people's lives. The interviews, moreover, all further underline the depth of emotional energy invested in the notion of having private space within the home, rented or otherwise. 

Things – In and Out of Situ
This final section will briefly turn the focus on possessions kept at home. Respondents narrated varying successes in choosing, keeping and displaying personal things in their houses, sometimes due to rental restrictions, as already seen, but also due to a wider range of reasons and situations. Some of the migrants, for example, had yet to bring all the items they wanted from their original homes, either unable or reluctant to engage in too much translocal ferrying of important things (see Burrell 2008b; Brickell & Datta 2011). The moving of certain items can cast an uncomfortably premature permanence on the whole migration project. More generally, all the respondents demonstrated the eternally unfinished nature of moving, ordering and acquiring household possessions, and the various constraints – distance, money, time – working against the ultimate furnishing of their home spaces. Even Joy, a long-term resident, was keen to show me her crystal collection, something built up for many years, but was frustrated with the impractical design of the cabinet she uses to display these things.

Most of the examples, however, again attested to the troubled nature of the respondents’ relationships with their immediate neighbourhoods. Material culture is an established window into difficult experiences, particularly in relation to memory and trauma (see Tolia-Kelly 2004; Attan 2006). Just as domestic spaces are impacted by various violences and disruptions, so home possessions are themselves inflected with these wider tensions (see Attfield 2000: 154). Attention to materiality also sheds light on difficult circumstances unfolding in the present, as well as troubled pasts. Burglary is one obvious situation where things are central to home making and wider place attachment. Three interviews discussed the distressing nature of losing items in this way and, in particular, the difficulty of having things appraised through a very different system of value – what can be sold or passed on quickly, rather than what is meaningful. 

As for reflecting the wider economic dynamics of the ‘street’, one particularly powerful testimony stands out. Mary, as already noted, had faced prolonged social disorder immediately outside her house, enduring a procession of different, and apparently difficult, neighbours for many years. Unable to sell and move house - and thus physically retreat herself - and having already reconfigured her living space and family arrangements to accommodate these problems, Mary decided to ‘retreat’ her most special possessions instead. Suffering considerable stress and anxiety, she packed up all her meaningful things and took them to a storage facility: 

I haven’t got much out at the minute because when I was having all them problems, I put a lot of my stuff in that space [storage] place.  Because I’ve got to say, I moved a lot. I thought, 'they can take the furniture because it’s only second hand and it’s not worth a lot, some of it.'  So everything that meant a lot to me, that I couldn’t be able to replace, I packed up and moved down there… I will get it back and sort it out. But no, I mean that’s how bad it got for me here… Photos, all my music, like my CDs, my LPs and my vinyls, they’re all down there, and things that I wouldn’t be able to just replace. God knows what’s down there.  I don’t know, I just did it all.  I thought, 'I’ve got to get it out … I’ll end up being ill again'... (Mary, lived in area for 20 years, interviewed December 2011)

Materiality was central to Mary’s attempts to explain the disappointment and frustration she felt at being in this situation at this point in her lifecourse. Just as her own life has been marred by these circumstances, the biographies of her most important things have been disrupted (see Kopytoff 1986; Hoskins 1998), exiled into storage, instead of animating her domestic space.

Once again, these examples illuminate different aspects of the relationship between domestic space and the street outside. This time, outside forces show that in certain circumstances they even have the power to physically displace internal materials. Such a displacement not only results in obvious gaps on shelves and mantelpieces, but challenges the intended integrity of the items themselves, unsettling the carefully constructed relational webs they had shared within the home. The forced removal of items from the home inevitably shifts their values and meanings, with material displacement leading to emotional disconnection. Photos which cannot be looked at, music which cannot be listened to, mementoes which can no longer be displayed; the physical disruption of this development for both Mary and her out of place things is evident. These examples provide a more nuanced approach to home and material autonomy than Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton envisaged (1981), suggesting the relative, situational and often limited nature of the control which people have over the things within their home. 

Conclusions: Practices and Contexts of Making and Unmaking Home
This article has investigated the fissure between expectations of domestic space and the limited power the home has, in reality, to resist unwanted outside forces. Several observations stand out from the findings here. The first is the strength of feeling among the residents about change, private space and the integrity of place and home. Their narratives ponder one of the fundamental contradictions of place; the inherent openness of localities versus the desire to keep them closed and stable.  Massey’s (1991) call for a more progressive understanding of place as outward looking and open seems out of place itself in the lives of these people. Academics may have long recognised the essential dynamism of place; ordinary residents are not necessarily so comfortable with the idea, and evidence, that the boundaries of their home-places can be breached so easily. 

With regards to the importance of paying attention to material culture, it is the close attention to people and their things which has revealed just how deeply these outside forces have reached into domestic space. These respondents live in a relatively unstable and deprived place, and it shows, in different ways, in their domestic settings, drilling down into small details of daily life. Neither the national/global economy, nor the street itself, can be kept out of the spaces, and away from the furnishings, of the home. Most of the unveiled home-making narratives and activities were concerned with trying to close places down and keep domestic spaces separate, literally and figuratively draught proofing homes. This, perhaps, is what home making is all about; the attempt to carve out private places within domestic spaces, a process which can never be fully realised but consumes unlimited emotional, physical and material energy nevertheless. 

There are some interesting observations to make about age and gender here too. This committed guarding of domestic space was common to all of the people interviewed - men and women, older and younger.  Perhaps surprisingly, I could discern no substantive differences in home making tactics, and associated emotions, among participants based on their age or more crucially, gender. Domestic space is no more 'women's space' than it is private space; two pervasive binaries surrounding understandings of home - public/private, male/female - have been challenged.
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